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NATIONAL INDIAN ASSISTANCE CENTER LANDS UM HOME, FEDERAL GRANT 
MISSOULA-
With the support of a federal grant, the nation’s first center to help American Indian 
tribes improve the lives and employment opportunities of their community members with 
disabilities has taken up official residency at The University of Montana’s Rural Institute on 
Disabilities.
The American Indian Disability Technical Assistance Center has received a five-year, 
$2.5 million grant, beginning Oct. 1, 2000, from the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Rehabilitation Services Administration. AIDTAC will use the funds to identify resources, build 
networks of individuals, tribes and service providers; and provide disability-related 
information, training and technical assistance. But education and awareness training will be the 
first priority, AIDTAC director LaDonna Fowler said.
“As tribes become aware that tribal members with disabilities have specific needs, 
AIDTAC will help them develop the infrastructure of housing, transportation, personal 




The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 protects the rights of people with 
disabilities but doesn’t apply to tribal lands. Fowler said that tribal employment policies, in 
particular, may inadvertently discriminate against applicants with disabilities or fail to 
accommodate the needs of employees with disabilities. AIDTAC can help tribes adapt their 
policies to eliminate employment barriers while retaining tribal sovereignty. However, she 
said, policies are not enough.
“If we stress employment without looking first at whether a tribal member with a 
disability has the services to meet his or her daily living needs, an accessible home to live in 
and the means to travel to and from a job, then we limit that person’s potential for success, she 
said.”
AIDTAC isn’t in this alone. Fowler has a long list of Indian Country network partners, 
including the National Indian Education Association, the National Indian School Board 
Association and the National Indian Health Board. AIDTAC also will collaborate with San 
Diego State University, the tribal liaison at Oklahoma’s Department of Vocational 
Rehabilitation and regional tribal disability technical assistance specialists.
Most staff members at the UM center are Indian professionals with years of disability- 
related experience, Fowler said. A national advisory board, including representatives from the 
Indian Health Service, Bureau of Indian Affairs and U.S. Department of Labor will contribute 
expertise.
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